In May 2009, revelations made in The Daily Telegraph about the way that MPs had used and abused the House of Commons expenses and allowances regime threw the British political system into turmoil, forced the resignation of the Speaker of the Commons along with a number of implicated MPs, and ignited talk about a crisis in parliamentary democracy and a collapse of public trust in politics. This article explores the events that led to this situation, from the structure of MPs pay and allowance system, the Freedom of Information context that framed the disaster, and the crisis of transparency which the House of Commons has itself precipitated. It argues that, talk of parliamentary reform aside, MPs must radically rethink the way that they approach their representative role and the nature of their broader engagement with the public they claim to serve.
printed, a number of MPs announced their intention to stand down at the next general election, rather than face the continued glare of publicity over the matter. In addition, police and Inland Revenue investigations began into whether any of those MPs implicated might well be subject to charges of fraud, misappropriation of public funds or tax evasion. During the period that The Daily Telegraph stories were revealed, the dripfeed approach kept the issue at the top of the political agenda, and left the Westminster 3 political establishment reeling at the extent of the public anger engendered. Media pundits speculated that a political crisis of such magnitude had not been seen in Britain in living memory, and that it had caused a collapse in public trust in politicians so comprehensive that the entire basis of parliamentary democracy might well be in jeopardy.
While the media is not immune to over-egging the political commentary pudding, there was much to the various claims made. In terms of public trust in elected politicians, it was hard to miss the seething anger that pulsed from members of the public in the days after the stories emerged, epitomised by the derisory heckling of Labour minister This article seeks to explore specific issues about the operation of the pay and expenses system at Westminster, and more general questions about the nature and extent of transparency at Westminster. Although the whole question of how MPs are funded came to a frantic head as a result of The Daily Telegraph stories, it has a much longer history as an issue that MPs have simultaneously dodged and fudged for decades, a strategy in which the seeds of the resulting crisis were originally sown. Crucially, in consistently refusing the allow the oxygen of publicity to wash over the system underpinning the public funding of MPs, the political class illustrated the continuing influence of secrecy in British politics, buffered by the notion that honourable MPs can be depended upon to manage affairs themselves free from public meddling. Yet, in the super-charged atmosphere in which the public debate was conducted at the time the expenses revelations were made, there was little coherent discussion about the actual role of MPs in a system of representative democracy, and the resources in the round that are required for them to be as effective as possible. Furthermore, the closed and elitist political system that underpinned the expenses crisis is massively implicated in the professed collapse of public trust in politicians and the representative regime in which they are embedded. This is likely to have long term repercussions for the functioning of parliamentary democracy, particularly in terms of the respect with which parliament is regarded, its reputation with the public, and the extent to which it can legitimately claim to speak on behalf of the nation. As a consequence of these twin strategies of dodging the issue of MPs' pay while also fudging the issue of MPs' expenses, there emerged in the House of Commons, as a collective entity, the idea that ACA expenses could be treated as part of the salary of an MP. There emerged, in other words, a culture of entitlement.
Pay and allowances: Dodges and fudges

The oxygen of publicity
Fundamentally, this culture of entitlement was predicated on the details of the ACA expenses regime, and, indeed the other allowance systems in operation, being kept from public view. And, for quite a considerable period of time, the expenses regime did remain beyond the disinfecting sunlight of public scrutiny and judgement. However, two related issues served to bring that situation to an abrupt halt. collectively, demonstrated not only that they had much to fear from disclosure, but also that they had long-standing feelings of distrust towards the public, and believed firmly that the public had absolutely no right to question or to know how MPs used the resources at their disposal, resources that were supposedly designed in order to help MPs become more effective representatives of the public.
Justifying pay and allowances
The way in which the expenses disclosure was eventually made, like an incendiary device thrown directly at the political establishment, and the utterly inflamed debate it provoked, both served to obscure the entire rationale of the allowances system and the merits of paying MPs a salary that is commensurate with the job they are expected to perform. Much of the media coverage about the expense claims firmly suggested that the ACA was being used as a mechanism through which MPs could feather their (many) nests courtesy of the tax-payer, and in terms of the specific revelations made by The Daily
Telegraph, there is a lot to be said for that interpretation. However, there was also serious questioning by the public, through the various media outlets used to vent its anger, about the justification for MPs having London accommodation provided for them at all.
Indeed, through the red-misted media fury of those weeks in May, the very idea that parliamentary representatives required any resources in order to fulfil their various roles was almost completely lost. Crucially, however, and insufficiently noted either in the media or in the academic literature, the public also has a right to expect some kind of account of the specific way in which the various monies available to MPs through different allowance regimes actually helps them to be better MPs. Members simply take it as a given that the public must surely understand why they need travel expenses, staffing expenses, office expenses, In being able to present a powerful narrative about their job and all it entails, MPs would also find themselves far more able to justify that other tricky aspect in the whole controversy, their salary, and why they think it needs to be higher. The dodged salary issue lies at the heart of the expenses scandal, and if MPs want to convince the public of the merits of future pay increases, to put them in line not only with similar professions in the UK but also with the salary of legislators in other similar parliamentary democracies, then they need to be in a position to present a convincing narrative about themselves, the nature of the job which they do (a job which should be genuinely full time), and its value to our democratic system, and, therefore, why it is worth a salary that so far outstrips that of most UK earners.
The price of parliament
Democracy is not free: Parliament and MPs require substantial resources in order to function. Despite the content of contemporary public debate on this topic, which has increasingly suggested a significant reduction in the resources available to MPs as a direct result of the abuse of public funds committed by some of them, Parliament actually requires more money, not less.
MPs perform two fundamental functions: they must represent their constituents and they must hold government to account. Historically, MPs approached both roles in the model of the well-meaning amateur, without proper institutional resources and in the absence of any notion of strategic engagement. The various systems of allowances that developed over time were designed to resource MPs at the individual level, while the development of enhanced House of Commons resources and structures, such as a select committee system later underpinned by a Scrutiny Unit, were designed to build the institutional capacity of the legislature. 10 The increased support for MPs over the past three or four decades, both individually and collectively, has been predicated on the argument that, because of the existence of strong executive government in Britain, 11 there is a substantial asymmetry between the resource base of the executive compared to the legislature, an asymmetry which undermines the health of democracy and the veracity of representative government, is a relatively new concept at Westminster. 14 As it shifts more fully towards 'real' representative democracy, and seeks to address its largely mixed record in terms of communicating and connecting with the public, 15 Parliament must accept that transparency means more than empty gestures and platitudes, or else it places at risk the entire edifice of legitimation on which the British system of government rests. unethical and immoral abuse of the allowances system, but because they themselves were the architects of that system as well as its principal beneficiaries.
Yet if it is a historic low point for the political class, it is also a unique opportunity.
Once senior politicians regained their breaths following the kidney punch of The Daily
Telegraph expose, they very quickly began to talk about the need not just to redesign the expenses regime, but also about the need for substantial reform of parliament and the political system in general, on the grounds that fundamental change was the only way to rebuild legitimacy. Many of the reform proposals made are hardly new in Britain: House of Lords reform, strengthening of select committees, reducing the power of the executive, and electoral reform are all regularly extracted from the constitutional change closet and given a good dusting off when political circumstances call for it. Yet, amidst the talk of radical political reform, there is another, far more subtle point of which parliamentarians must remain aware: namely, that any change or reform must be underpinned by a reassessment of how MPs conceptualise the representative role they fulfil and how they go about communicating that role to the public. The House of Commons and its MPs have unequivocally failed to tell the public about who they are, what they do, and how they do it, even in spite of much good advice from many quarters on these very points.
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Parliamentary democracy is not destined to collapse, media speculation notwithstanding, and, hard though it will undoubtedly be, the present moment is an opportunity for politicians, not only to eradicate the expenses gravy train ridden by far too many of them for far too long, and perhaps also to re-examine the institutional architecture of the political system, but also to remove the entire basis for knee-jerk reactions to sensational political revelation by choosing to begin an honest conversation with the public about the 
